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Ecopreneurs making (green) sense:  Reflections on two case studies 
 
This research seeks to develop an understanding of the processess and substance of 
sensemaking used by ecopreneurs (founders of ‘green-green’ businesses).  They have to 
make sense of ambiguity and uncertainty in their value orientations and negotiations of 
identity as they engage in green enterprise, a term some would claim is oxymoronic. 
 
Using the framework of sensemaking developed by Wieck, the stories told by two 
ecopreneurs are analysed in depth.  The ways in which narratives of foundation and 
personal experience are constructed demonstrate how the participants have constructed 
stories that make sense of becoming entrepreneurs as well as being environmental 
activists.  A content analysis further illuminates the ways in which identities are 
constructed and maintained. 
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Background 
Research on green business has focussed mainly on the greening of existing business (see 
Business Strategy & Environment Journal; Corporate Social Responsibility and 
Environmental Management Journal; Fineman, 1997; Hillary, 2000) but there has been 
little research on what has been termed green-green business.  Seen as an emerging form 
and a growing phenomenon (Weinberg, 1998), a green-green business is one set up to be 
green in processes and products from inception, and is intended to transform the 
industrial sector in which it is located towards a model of sustainable development (Isaak, 
1998). The literatures on greening and green-green business tend to be normative to the 
point of evangelism regarding the potential positive impact of such businesses (Newton 
& Harte, 1997). Their founders are often cast as exemplary models or eco-heroes; Anita 
Roddick of the Body Shop, Ben Cohen and Jerry Greenfield of Ben & Jerry’s and Yvon 
Chouinard of Patagonia were the subjects of several eulogising papers in the 1990s (eg 
Isaak, 1998; Mirvis, 1994).  However, little attention has been paid to the ways in which 
green business founders, referred to as ecopreneurs in the remainder of this paper, 
manage tensions between their values and current constructions of entrepreneurship, thus 
negotiating between possible alternative identities. 
 
It is worth examining academic and popular construals of entrepreneurship in order to 
demonstrate how these tensions might arise.  There is no agreed, academic, definition of 
an entrepreneur or entrepreneurship (Chell et al, 1991).  Entrepreneurship has been 
associated with certain psychosocial traits such as the need for achievement, risk-taking, 
independence, leadership, task-orientation and tolerance of ambiguity (eg Begley &   4 
Boyd, 1987; Gibb, 1987; MacMillan et al, 1985; Stewart et al, 2002).  It has also been 
suggested that there is more than one entrepreneurial type according to the combination 
of traits displayed (Chell et al, 1991; Lessem 1986; Smith, 1967).  More recently, social 
constructionist models suggest that behaviour is construed and categorised as 
entrepreneurial before being ascribed to an individual as a trait (Chell, 2000).  Others 
have argued that entrepreneurs can be defined by what they do such as identifying 
business opportunities which are then realised, introducing innovation or founding and 
owning a small or new business (Brenkert, 2002).  However, it seems important that a 
distinction is drawn between the new venture and the entrepreneurial venture.  For many, 
following Schumpeter (Drucker, 1985; Kao, 1997; Schumpeter, 1934; Timmons et al, 
1985) entrepreneurship is closely linked to innovation.  Kirby (2003, p. 132) defines 
innovation as ‘the application of creativity to solve problems and to exploit opportunities’ 
and this can take various forms:  new products or new attributes to existing products; new 
processes of production; new markets; new sources of supply or new forms of 
organisation or identity. 
 
Perhaps equally importantly in terms of this research, in popular discourse enterprise and 
entrepreneurship can be value-laden terms, associated with a degree of moral ambiguity.  
There have been both positive and negative assessments of the entrepreneurial character.  
The entrepreneur is often portrayed as a white, male hero embodying neo-liberal ideals of 
freedom, success and individuality (Carr & Beaver, 2002; Ogbor, 2000).  Hobbs (1991) 
notes that it was meant as an insult prior to the 1980s and more recent accounts (eg Terry 
1998) cast the entrepreneur as an unlikeable and somewhat dangerous character. Positive   5 
accounts given by government papers and policies and by the popular management 
literature tend to focus on the entrepreneur as an enterprising economic actor who 
stimulates economic growth through innovation, drive and an aggressively competitive 
attitude.  Ambiguity of definition and moral worth could therefore render problematic 
any identification with what is thought of as being entrepreneurial or enterprising.  
Indeed, research  into ethical and mission-driven entrepreneurs found a marked 
reluctance to be identified as an entrepreneur as this was construed as being aggressive, 
slightly dishonest and driven by the need to maximise profit (Friedman & Phillips, 2003).  
An association of entrepreneurship with unbridled growth and materialism is therefore 
likely to have implications for the ways in which identities are constructed and 
maintained by ecopreneurs who have low materialist value orientations (Inglehart, 1981; 
Inglehart & Abramson, 1994) and are committed to the environment.  
 
According to Hill & Levenhagen (1995), all entrepreneurs, including ecopreneurs, 
operate in an environment of uncertainty; they are at ‘the edge of what they do not know’ 
(p. 1057).  As well as coping with uncertainty and risk, they are often seeking to compete 
on the basis of being innovative or different. This means that entrepreneurs must engage 
in sensemaking to develop ways of simplifying and making sense of their business for 
themselves and others. The ecopreneur shares the uncertainty common to entrepreneurs 
as they develop and establish a vision of their new business environment.  At the same 
time, they have to make sense of being an environmental entrepreneur, terms which can 
seem intrinsically hostile (Anderson, 1998).  They have to develop and maintain a 
coherent identity out of multiple and conflicting possibilities.  Weick (1995) believes that   6 
uncertainty (characterised by a lack of interpretations) and ambiguity (characterised by 
multiple interpretations) are significant for stimulating sensemaking and I have therefore 
drawn on Weick’s characterisation of sensemaking in which identity formation and the 
social processes in which it is embedded are key elements.  The other properties of 
sensemaking are:  retrospect, enactment, ongoing events, cues and plausibility.  After 
discussing the necessity of plausibility as opposed to accuracy, Weick summarises 
sensemaking as: 
 
‘If accuracy is nice but not necessary in sensemaking, then what is necessary?  
The answer is, something that preserves plausibility and coherence, something 
that is reasonable and memorable, something that embodies past experience and 
expectations, something which resonates with other people, something that can be 
constructed retrospectively but also can be used prospectively, something that 
captures both feeling and thought, something that allows for embellishment to fit 
current oddities, something that is fun to construct.  In short, what is necessary in 
sensemaking is a good story.’ (pp 60-61) 
 
According to Weick, the requirement to produce a good narrative acts as a frame for 
sensemaking as it is only after something has happened that sense can be made of the 
experience through looking back and attempting to interpret and explain cues from the 
environment.  Thus the experience is rendered coherent and plausible through a form of 
authoring where narratives are constructed through hindsight (Weick, 1995). The telling 
of life stories can be regarded as exercises in identity construction, a central pre-  7 
occupation of sensemaking, which articulate and explain who we are, both to the narrator 
and to others.  Gergen (1994, p 188) observes ‘They are cultural resources that serve such 
social purposes as self-identification, self-justification, self-criticism and social 
solidification’.  The stories generated should not be read as descriptions of real events but 
as sense-making devices constructed by storytellers to support their interpretations of the 
past (Warren, 2004).   It is the constructive nature of stories that is key (Riessman, 1993), 
the way in which participants ‘impose order on the flow of experience to make sense of 
events and actions in their lives’ (Riessman, p 2).  Although many stories do follow a 
consequential sequence, adhering to Aristotle’s injunction that stories should have a 
beginning, a middle and end, they can also be constructed thematically (Michaels, 1981 
in Riessman, 1993) and the presentation of the stories given below includes examples of 
both.   
 
 
Methods  
A narrative approach was therefore utilised in which participants were asked to ‘tell the 
story’ of how they came to set up their businesses and their experiences since.  
Participants were able to develop these stories as they wished, with minimal prompting 
from the researcher.  Following Riessman, the approach first examines how the story is 
constructed, the cultural and linguistic resources on which it draws and its means of 
persuading the listener (and the narrator) of plausibility.  Here, it is possible to discern 
sensemaking in action as the past is explained in terms of the present.  Secondly, an   8 
interpretation of the content of the stories is offered which further illuminates the ways in 
which identities are constructed and maintained. 
 
In this ongoing research and analysis, the stories of two ecopreneurial participants have 
been selected for detailed analysis here.  The selection was not made on any scientific 
basis; rather the stories themselves offered rich data giving insight into feelings and 
perceptions.  Material artefacts produced by these enterprises, such as website and 
promotional materials, were also scrutinised as they project the organisational image 
arrived at by the sensemaking process into the wider world.  For reasons of space, it is 
only possible to reproduce summarised versions of extracts from the interviews.  I have 
indicated where direct quotations are taken from transcripts, while summarised sections 
are italicised.  I selected these extracts because they seemed to illustrate points 
particularly well.  However, it cannot be denied that these fit with my criteria for being 
interesting and that my interpretation is also an exercise in sensemaking and in telling a 
particular story with a beginning, a middle and an end.  Needless to say, the findings and 
discussion are not therefore intended to be generalisable but they offer a start in 
understanding some of the possible ways in which ecopreneurs make sense of being 
enterprising.   
 
It is important to note a further caveat here; these were stories told to an interviewer from 
a Department of Management.  It is therefore possible to interpret what was being said 
and how it was said as a form of impression management (Agar & Hobbes, 1982).  Both 
interviewees may have stressed their pragmatism and business credentials because they   9 
felt that was something expected of good business people.  They were tapping into social 
vocabularies of business and management.  If the interviews had been conducted from a 
researcher into environmental ethics (say), the stories may have been quite different. 
 
To be included in this study, participants had to have founded a new business and fulfil 
the criteria of being innovative in at least one of the categories detailed by Schumpeter 
(1934) and given above.  The architects were relating to their market in a new way and 
were developing innovative products.  The stationer had created a new market. 
 
Organisation 1 – Green Architects 
This is a small and recently founded practice consisting of a husband and wife 
partnership and two employees. They have moved slowly and cautiously in the transition 
between being employed by others and founding the business.  Their focus is on ‘the 
design of low energy, low environmental impact buildings … that minimise the life cycle 
costs of ownership and occupation’ (website, 2004).  The story was told by the partner 
who manages the business. 
 
Organisation 2 – Green Stationers 
Again, a small organisation but one which has been operating for several years.  They 
source and supply ‘environmentally benign’ products or those which have ‘environmental 
advantages’ over standard office products (website, 2004) 
   10 
Being an ecopreneur 
 
Narratives of foundation and personal experience 
Labov (1972) argued that narratives have formal properties, each of which performs a 
specific function. They contain an abstract (A) which summarises what the story will be 
about, and in these cases, the abstract is often provided by the interviewer.  This draws 
attention to the way in which the stories are the product of collaboration, albeit largely 
unconscious, by the interviewer and participant.  There are five other common elements 
in a fully formed narrative:  Orientation (O) (time, place, situation, participants), 
Complicating Action (CA) (sequence of events), Evaluation (E) (significance and 
meaning of actions, attitude of narrator), Resolution (R) (what finally happened) and 
Coda (C) (returns to the present).  This structure can be discerned in the foundation 
narratives summarised in Exhibits 1 and 2.  This indicates that these are fully formed 
narratives and confirms that narrative structure is used by these participants as a way of 
ordering their thinking and making sense of their histories:   11 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Although the architect did not think that the story would ‘come out in a kind of logical 
order’, in fact it did flow in a linear and chronological way with a beginning, a middle, 
and an end. The personal identification with the organisation is apparent from the  
Orienting section where the narrative is grounded in the personal background of the 
founders as life and business partners and their interest in environmental issues.  The 
selection of the CA elements of the story seems to link them as a series of planned events 
Exhibit 1 (Architect): 
I:  ‘So if we start off with perhaps you tell us all about [your company] and how it came to 
be set up’ (A) 
R:  ‘This won’t come out in a kind of logical order because my brain doesn’t work that 
way’ => ‘How did it start?’ (A) => ‘X and I are both business partners and life partners … 
I am an industrial chemist by training, he is an architect’ => ‘we always had a strong 
interest in environmental issues …not the kind of saving the planet views that mean you 
go and chain yourself to an oil rig but kind of very..from a very pragmatic basis’ (O) => 
Details of X’s training => ‘I was providing the kind of financial security and developing 
my career’ … ‘I did everything from sort of being a business strategist to being an 
operational manager’ => Following a property slump, X went to Germany and obtained 
experience in setting up a design practice there => She moved to the South West and liked 
the area => ‘things started to look a bit rosier back in this country so X joined me back 
here again’ => X found a job as a project designer for a practice with high environmental 
standards (CA) => ‘that kind of set in concrete our objective to at some point set up a 
business where we could both work together’ (E) => ‘so that is the story of how we set up 
[the company] (C) => ‘We started as a company with a sort of trading as logo and then set 
up as a limited company 5 years ago on the back of a major commission’ (shows pictures 
of completed interior and exterior of building) (R). 
   12 
all leading to the establishment of the business by developing various aspects of the 
founders’ professional and business skills.  The job with the practice with high 
environmental standards acts as a fulcrum in the story – before then, they had only a 
vaguely articulated vision, but this ‘set in concrete’ their objectives, while the pictures 
literally show their vision ‘set in concrete’ (actually the building is constructed mostly of 
timber!).  The apparent seamlessness of the story makes it appear plausible, both to the 
listener, and perhaps more importantly, to the narrator.   
 
A similar structure can be discerned in the story told by the stationer, although the 
ordering of the elements is slightly different, as can be seen in Exhibit 2.   13 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Exhibit 2 (Stationer) 
I:  ‘OK, the first thing is if you can tell me about how [your organisation] started up 
and why?’ (A) 
R:  Starting date and brief outline of original company providing general 
environmental consultancy to business => ‘my partner was a guy called [X] who was 
actually the Chair of the UK Green Party and was involved in business management 
and several other big multinational companies … My background was in overseas 
development … I had also worked for the last 4 years as the UK representative for 
two of Europe’s biggest recycling paper mills and I was also Chair of the local Green 
party’ (O) => background in paper supply leads to decision to supply products, ‘as 
the years went on it became more and more apparent that the business product side of 
it was..we were much better at doing that than anything else’ => ‘in fact my partner 
decided to go off and do something else’ => gives details regarding the UK 
stationery market (CA) => ‘we have been aiming at this tiny little niche market for 
years really and plugging away at it and it’s taken us a long time to really make it 
grow so that it’s a viable business’ => details regarding growth => outlines current 
market situation as mature, one of easy entry, intensive price competition => ‘We 
can’t sell on price so we have to work out a different market strategy and one of those 
marketing strategies is to preach to the converted … we have got to take people 
slowly, slowly with it, it’s difficult enough trying to get them off the standard thing 
which is environmentally damaging and doesn’t get you any further so it works quite 
well’ (R) => ‘I don’t want to departmentalise my life you know.  I don’t want to be 
working in something I don’t enjoy and don’t like doing and don’t respect and think 
it’s worthwhile doing, I want to actually work in something that I think gives me 
some fulfilment and purpose in my life’ (E) ‘And so that is why I carry on doing it 
and I enjoy it’ (C) 
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The foundation and development of the business is again presented as something 
seamless so that elements such as the original partner leaving are alluded to in passing 
but no further details are given.  What has happened since has made this part of the story 
of incidental interest only as the narrator recomposes his past ‘shifting the relative 
significance of different events for whom we have become’ (Mishler, 1999 in Riessman, 
2002). Here there is no eureka moment as there was for the architects.  Rather a 
perception of ongoing success in his softly-softly approach leads directly into his reasons 
for continuing in the business. 
 
These are causal narratives (Boje, 2001) in which the final effects – the decision to go it 
alone, the carrying on of the business – are posited as the consequences of prior causes.  
These causes and effects are then linked together into a plot as new events are integrated 
and become understandable in relation to the overall context of what has happened 
(Czarniawska, 1998).  In these stories, the plots could be classified as romances and 
contain some elements of the monomyth, or hero’s journey, described by Joseph 
Campbell (1949).  Campbell argued that myths are divided into three sections:  departure, 
initiation and return.  Departure deals with the hero (or heroine) setting forth on a quest, 
often reluctantly or after a period of self-doubt.  Initiation deals with the adventures 
experienced along the way, where the hero/heroine is repeatedly challenged with mental 
and physical obstacles.  In overcoming these, the hero/heroine improves their skills and 
proves that they are worthy.  The return details the return home with the knowledge or 
power acquired through the quest and which is used to the benefit of the community.  The   15 
narratives are dramas of becoming, of a process of self-identification and self-realisation 
as the protagonists transcend their previous lives and attain the goal of a fulfilling life.   
 
However, in order to convince the audience and the narrator that the identities 
constructed here are plausible, the stories draw on elements of culturally constructed 
notions of what it is to be a business person and what it is to be environmentally aware.  
Therefore it is important to outline previous business experience and credentials in some 
detail and the stationer uses the language of business as he relates how he has spotted a 
niche market and demonstrates how he has the facts and figures of the stationery sector at 
his fingertips. It is also important to establish green credentials. In the case of the 
architects, their environmental concerns are presented as a natural outcome of belonging 
to ‘that generation where knowingly the kind of full significance of man’s impact on our 
environment really started to hit home’ while to the green stationer, it is demonstrated 
through his political activities in the Green Party.  The narrators thus equip themselves 
with the skills and knowledge necessary to ensure that their quest will be successful. 
 
The second narrative from the architects (Exhibit 3) does not follow consequential 
sequencing, but is thematically stitched together as a manifesto of beliefs. Agar & 
Hobbes (1982) remind us that themal coherence is about content and the way in which 
particular themes figure importantly and repeatedly as well as linking with the causal 
narrative outlined above.    16 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Exhibit 3 
I:  ‘Tell us a bit about what your vision is?’  
R:  ‘We try not to preach too much about the sustainability message because 
actually we take quite a pragmatic view which is that..and actually there is a large 
sector unfortunately of the Green community that alienates mainstream business’ => 
‘we try very hard not to be perceived as that even though we feel very passionately 
about the issues’ => ‘for example, if someone asks us to design them a building with 
air conditioning, we would probably refuse the commission because it would just be 
so alien to what we are about’ => ‘ethics a strong part of that but we are quite a 
pragmatic business and it wouldn’t do anything for us’ => ‘we can make design 
work for a range of clients and I think that fits with our philosophy which is unless 
you get these techniques into the mainstream you are not going to make a big 
difference in time’ => recounts how they are ‘pitching and winning out’ against 
very respected and much larger teams => I would also say that we don’t see 
ourselves as being individuals delivering this stuff, it’s very much a team effort’ => 
‘there is just a cultural thing that if you are designing sustainably there is an ethic 
about collaboration, respect for people and inclusiveness so you need to be 
demonstrating those values in the way that you work’ => ‘I have been doing an MSc 
on Responsibility in Business Practice => ‘thinking really hard about value sets … 
to constantly check decisions’ => ‘it’s really important to have a thorough 
understanding of who you are as a person and what motivates you if you want to 
live a balanced life and stay sane in a high pressured environment’ => ‘there is an 
element of ego, but design emerges from group process and from a team and 
everybody getting credited for that team design’. 
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The themes which are returned to again and again by this participant and which are 
echoed by the stationer are those of pragmatism; of not wanting to be off-putting to 
clients by appearing too radical in their approach to sustainability, and the sense that 
work and personal life should be experienced holistically rather than compartmentalised.  
This is achieved in these narratives by interweaving strongly held personal beliefs about 
the environment with the making of a business case.  In addition, the architect stresses the 
importance of collaborative working both with each other and with their employees, and 
with clients.  The founders’ sense of working with each other as a team, and of bringing 
different but important qualities to the practice, is reflected in the presentation of relations 
with others.  Structurally and thematically, then, the stories have been constructed in a 
way that makes sense of their experiences of becoming an entrepreneur as well as being 
environmental activists. 
 
Making sense of organisational identity in the present 
Weick believes that the formation and maintenance of identity is the core preoccupation 
of sensemaking and that this is embedded within social processes (1995).  When 
examining the interrelated, identity producing effects of organisations and individuals, he 
follows Dutton et al (1994) in outlining two images that play a role in this process.  First, 
when a member of an organisation identifies strongly with that organisation, the 
attributes they perceive as distinctive, enduring and central also define them.  Second, 
what a member believes outsiders think, or the ‘construed external image’, of the 
organisation acts as a mirror in which organisational, and member, identity is reflected 
back – and not always in a way that fits with perceived organisational attributes.  In the   18 
case of organisational founders, it seems logical that the organisation will be strongly 
identified with the self from the outset – that the organisation will seem part of the self 
through which identity is projected, rather than a set of antecedent attributes to which an 
organisational member will become attached or not.  By examining the images projected 
by these organisations through their promotional materials, as well as the organisational 
visions expounded through the stories of the founders, we can begin to discern the way in 
which sense is made both of organisational and self-definition through developing 
distinctiveness, coherence and self-esteem. 
 
Distinctiveness seems to be particularly important as both participants stressed how they 
were different from others, and it is by examining the binaries of self and other 
established in their stories that some sense of struggle begins to be apparent.  Although 
both stories emphasised the business credentials of their narrators, drawing upon 
occupational ideologies of what business people should do, they were keen to establish 
how they differed from other businesses.  Not surprisingly, their commitment to 
environmentalism was an important part of this; seen by the architect as part of the 
conciousness of their generation and by the stationer as an overtly political commitment. 
The architects promote difference as an important part of their identity; their website 
describes them as ‘unique’, and their story emphasises how they have struggled alone 
with issues such as promoting respect for people in a business context.  The stationer 
recounted that his organisation was the ‘only one’ filling the green stationery niche while 
the website promoting his organisation calls on others to ‘start making a difference’.  The 
fact that they were different had been strongly mirrored back to them in their encounters   19 
with the business and green communities which formed their milieu.  When the architect 
manager left employment to work full-time for the practice, this was cast as giving up a 
former professional life which had astounded erstwhile colleagues.  At the same time, it 
was important that the image both of the organisation and of themselves be differentiated 
from those with deep green beliefs: ‘not beard toting, sandal wearing, yoghurt eating’.  
The sense of difference was stronger for the stationer who recounted how he had 
developed adversarial relations with the local green movement who had accused him of 
being an ‘eco-fascist’ as he was not sufficiently deep green.  However, this was recounted 
with some pride and supported his sense of being a ‘maverick’ who could not ‘toe the 
line’.  Mainstream organisations in the stationery sector and the individuals who work for 
them are cast as Other, as ‘members of the Freemasons who make contributions to the 
Conservative party’, thus maintaining identity by differentiating both the individual and 
his organisation from that which it believes it is not.   
 
Differences between self and other are represented in a tabular form below: 
TABLE 1 AROUND HERE 
 
 Although the participants differed in their conceptions of themselves as entrepreneurs, 
those conceptions were also part of opening a gap between self and other.  The green 
stationer cast himself as having a ‘very strong entrepreneurial streak’ and this was part of 
the way in which he was unlike other people.  The architect, however, was not sure 
whether they could be described as entrepreneurs.  She preferred the term environmental 
innovator, and pointed out that the practice was only established because of their passion   20 
for the environment.  Entrepreneurs, on the other hand, would be interested in the process 
of setting up and running a business rather than the product or service offered. 
 
Identity, organisational and as individuals, is thus founded and maintained through a 
sense of difference.  The boundaries of the self are established by identifying an out-
group, but are also maintained by a strong sense of belonging to an in-group.  For the 
architects, this is manifest in their commitment to working in partnership with clients and 
with the design teams they construct to carry out their projects.  As well as being 
‘unique’, other key words from the vision espoused on their website are ‘synergy’, 
‘integrated’ and ‘network’. In the story, an ethic of collaboration, respect for people and 
inclusiveness was given as key to their business vision. Moreover, part of their story 
details how they are part of a growing community of sustainable architects, including 
much larger firms (but against whom they are winning business).  The stationer too saw 
himself and his business as part of the wider green business network that made up the 
bulk of his customers.  It was this group that made his work enjoyable:  ‘we deal with 
nice people you know, all our customers are nice, interesting people and it’s not like we 
work at all’.  Their in-groups are perceived as reflecting back positive images of 
individuals and of organisational worthiness (both in terms of green credentials and 
business acumen), confirming Dutton et al’s proposition that the construed external 
image of an organisation can be important because it can enhance an individual’s self-
esteem by providing images that portray them as competent and morally virtuous.  What 
is interesting here is that although outgroups reflect back images that seem negative (such 
as being an eco-fascist), they can also enhance identity cohesiveness and self-esteem   21 
because they come from those cast as Other.  Both participants had made sense of what 
could have caused disruptions to their self-esteem and self-images by turning vice into 
virtue. 
 
Strategies for the future 
Cues from their business environments and past experiences shape the strategic choices 
made for their businesses; choices made in the past colour their perspective of those 
environments and experiences and influence plans outlined for the future. 
 
The green stationer projected his story into the future and it is clear that he sees no 
contradiction between his environmental credentials and either growth or selling out to a 
mainstream stationers (Exhibit 4): 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This is part of his self-identification as an entrepreneur as when the business is sold he 
will turn to developing other ideas for green-green start-ups.  It is noteworthy that he does 
not envisage himself running a larger organisation; when the company is sufficiently 
large, he will offload it, and start again with something new. 
Exhibit 4 
‘I have got the company up to a point where it is sustainable’ => ‘the next plan is to 
try and get business turnover up’  => ‘we need some funding and investing for that’ 
=> ‘the idea is to get it up to the point where we have become attractive to one of the 
big players and they need to get into this market as well’ => ‘we are not currently big 
enough to handle some tenders’ => ‘so the plan is to sell out hopefully in 4 or 5 years’. 
   22 
 
He returns to a similar theme later in the interview when aligning his vision of how 
business will be greened with his broader political views (Exhibit 5):   23 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Here the participant echoes the ideas of ethical consumer groups that purchasing choice is 
a form of voting (Shaw & Newholm, 2002) and of expressing belief and thus closes any 
gap between business pragmatism and political beliefs.  The participant has made sense 
of being a green entrepreneur.   
 
 
Discussion 
The struggle for a cohesive identity was apparent in some of the contradictions in their 
self-representations.  They presented themselves as simultaneously part but not part of 
the business community and part but not part of the green movement.  These 
contradictions could indicate difficulties in developing mental models of and interpreting 
the environments in which they operate as there are few existing models on which they 
can draw.  Not only are they innovators in terms of what they are producing but also in 
Exhibit 5 
‘It’s the bigger companies that have got to change’  => ‘the social and political 
circumstances need to be such that they can actually operate in a green market place’=> 
‘it’s a question of talking to people saying although we are a green company and I 
wouldn’t say we were sort of..what is the word..a fundamentalist green company’ => 
others take ‘fundamentalist view’ that competition causes the problems in business => ‘I 
can’t see how markets can work without it’ => markets are a form of democracy – ‘it’s all 
very well people voting by ticking a box..but when it comes to them paying for 
something..then that is really sort of saying something about what you want and what you 
don’t want’ . 
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their ways of being.  They used cues extracted from the environment to construct and 
justify pragmatic strategies for the past and future development of their businesses.  Both 
noted that progress toward sustainability had to be made by small steps and that a deep 
green, proselytising approach would prove counterproductive. One of the participants 
remarked that they had learned that ‘perception [of greens as ‘beard toting, sandal 
wearing, yoghurt eating’] is reality’.  In this way, they had come to believe what they 
could see, even though they did not fit this picture of green activists, and because those 
beliefs had shaped their strategy decisions, now saw what they believed.  Thus 
internalised beliefs, external cues and actions have combined in a way that has become 
self-supporting: 
 
Figure 1. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thus, these participants had fashioned a plausible and coherent identity as ecopreneurs.  
They combined their business experience and skills with a particular environmental 
vision that meant they felt they could contribute to changing the world.  It was also 
important that they changed their own, personal worlds, and integrated the way they 
worked and earned their livings with those wider political beliefs.  However, the 
External 
cues 
Internalised 
beliefs 
Actions   25 
differences between them are as illuminating as the similarities.  The stationer wants to 
grow and sell on his business and then go on to something else.  He will change the world 
by a strategy of infiltration; by developing a market that will become attractive to larger 
mainstream organisations who will then move to take advantage of it. This could be 
construed as typical entrepreneurial behaviour, albeit combining a green vision with the 
ability to spot market opportunities and exploit them.  While the architects also take a 
pragmatic view regarding mainstreaming environmentalism, they are very much more 
focussed on the particular product that they offer.  This is what is important to them 
rather than the process of creating and developing a business.   
 
Although participants had used similar sensemaking processes to reconcile any tensions 
between being green and being enterprising, the sense they had made is different.  This 
further suggests that any treatment of ecopreneurs as a homogeneous group is as 
mistaken as treating mainstream entrepreneurs as such.  Indeed, it may turn out that they 
are even more diverse.  Further research is required to analyse the stories of a larger 
sample of ecopreneurs to determine whether common themes do emerge that could be 
used to construct a typology of ecopreneurial identities. 
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Table 1:  Constructions of Self and Other 
  
Self  Other(s) 
Pragmatic – change by small steps  Radical, deep green/anarchist – alienating 
Work consistent with life values  Work alien to life values 
Collective working  Ego-driven 
Politics = change the world for the world  Politics = influence for self-interest 
Small (is beautiful)  Large (is ugly) 
 
 